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Abstract
The Without Walls (WOW) Program is a collaboration between Gateway Center of
Monterey County and Pacific Grove Adult Education, serving neurodivergent adults between the
ages of 18-55. Historically, people with disabilities have been excluded from comprehensive
social-emotional and sexual health education which was reflected in the findings of a survey
distributed to participants of the WOW program. Of the respondents, 71.4 percent reported never
receiving sex education while 57.1 percent reported never receiving education regarding healthy
relationships. This is problematic as people with disabilities are more likely to experience harm
and are less likely to report it compared to their neurotypical counterparts. Providing a
comprehensive curriculum by a qualified social-emotional and sex educator may give adults with
disabilities a sense of agency over their bodies, the tools to engage in intimate relationships, and
the ability to keep themselves safer in the community. It is recommended that agencies serving
neurodivergent individuals consider implementing consistent, comprehensive education
regarding anatomy, consent, and boundaries while tailoring it to unique learning styles. In
addition, this gap in services offers a unique potential for employment through the training of
self-advocates as sex-educators.
Keywords: Disability, sex-education, self-advocate, social-emotional
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Agency & Communities Served
Gateway Center serves the developmentally disabled community in Monterey County.
The agency offers day programs in Pacific Grove and Salinas, operates two Intermediate Care
Facilities (ICFs) in Pacific Grove, and an Adult Residential Facility in Marina. Gateway’s
mission is to “fully support the individual rights and choices of adults with developmental
disabilities, and empower them to live full and productive lives with dignity and independence
within the community” (Gateway Center, 2022). Employing the use of Person-Centered
Practices, the agency aspires to meet every individual “where they are at” and serve them in a
personalized way that takes into account their needs and learning styles.
The Without Walls Program is a collaboration between Gateway Center of Monterey
County and Pacific Grove (PG) Adult Education. This day program serves neurodivergent adults
between the ages of 18 and 55, the majority of whom are on the autism spectrum. PG Adult
Education provides the classroom, two classroom support staff members, and various resources
and supplies for the classroom and students. San Andreas Regional Center provides tuition
payments for students to Gateway Center which in turn funds the wages for Gateway staff
members.
Problem Statement
Sexual rights are fundamental human rights, recognized by national and international
human rights law (World Health Organization, 2014). Historically, society has excluded the
neurodivergent community from comprehensive sex education compared to their neurotypical
counterparts. Some progress has been made toward inclusive sexual health education, however,
there is much more work to be done. When looking at the disabled community, their desire for
intimate connection, and their vulnerability when it comes to sexual abuse, it is evident that this
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part of the population is being denied their fundamental human right; access to holistic sexual
health education.
Presently, in the United States, only three states require inclusive sex education for youth
with disabilities (Sexual Information and Education Council of the United Statesc, 2021)
(SIECUS). One survey shows that, of youth with intellectual disabilities and autism in the U.S.,
only 44.6 percent and 47.4 percent respectively, report having received reproductive health
education (SIECUS, 2021). This is problematic because individuals with developmental
disabilities biologically develop at the same rate as others (Schmidt et al., 2021) and have sexual
interests and desires much like those without disabilities. However, due to their unique
environmental factors and limitations, they are much more vulnerable to sexual violence than
their non-disabled peers.
Contributing Factors
“Developmental Disability” is an umbrella term that may refer to physical disability/and
or intellectual disability. The lack of differentiation in disability data hinders accurate
assessments of health needs and delivery of targeted services to this population (Havercamp,
2019). The absence of differentiated data equates to a status of “invisibility” in the larger context
of society. Invisibility allows long-held misconceptions of people with disabilities to persist,
particularly as it relates to their social-emotional and reproductive health (Havercamp, 2019).
The United States has an ableist history rooted in a philosophy of eugenics, or the idea
that “undesirable traits” should be “bred” out of the human race (Estrada, 2015). In California
alone, this ideology was responsible for the non-consensual sterilization of approximately 20,000
individuals (Estrada, 2015), including those with intellectual disabilities (Rowlands, 2019).
Disabled individuals have been viewed as a monolith in their needs and desires (or lack thereof)
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accompanied by a false narrative that people with disabilities are asexual, hypersexual, and/or
incapable of participating in intimate relationships (Schmidt, 2021).
This harmful myth persists today, despite evidence that shows disabled individuals
function sexually, in a similar manner to those without disabilities. The difference lies in the
capacity to understand personal rights, the concept of consent and assault, and the ability to
communicate when harm has been done (Wilczynski et al., 2014). In order to reduce the
vulnerability of this population, comprehensive education adapted to unique learning styles must
be delivered.
Consequences
The consequences of withholding tailored sex education from the disabled community
are illustrated when looking at data related to sexual abuse and sexual offenses. People with
developmental disabilities experience sexual abuse/assault at a rate much greater than individuals
without disabilities, but incidents are less likely to be reported (Tomsa et al., 2021), making it
difficult to grasp the full scope of this crisis. Among youth with disabilities, up to 70 percent of
girls and up to 40 percent of boys are likely to experience sexual abuse before turning 18
(SIECUS, 2021). Another study shows that neurodivergent individuals experience sexual assault
at a rate seven times higher than their neurotypical counterparts (Shapiro, 2018). It can be argued
that these outcomes are correlated to insufficient education related to consent, bodily autonomy,
and assault (SIECUS, 2021).
The criminalization of people with intellectual disabilities presents itself as another
possible consequence of inadequate social and sexual education (National Center on Criminal
Justice and Disability, n.d.). There are significant gaps in data, but one study, focused on
adolescents and young adults with autism, ages 15 to 39, showed that 25 percent engaged in
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“inappropriate” sexual behaviors (Fernandes et al., 2016). The inappropriate behaviors likely
included indecent exposure or public masturbation, as these are the most frequently reported
sexual offenses among people with disabilities (Davis, n.d.). Many people with autism have
difficulty understanding the nuances present in everyday social “norms” but with access to
education tailored to their learning abilities, many of these instances could likely be avoided.
Providing this necessary information equates to prevention, allowing for a safer lived experience
for all community members.
Project Description
Disabled people have sex and desire intimacy. This program acknowledged this fact and
aimed to dispel myths that say otherwise. This was addressed by seeking out a comprehensive
social-emotional and sexual health education course that was tailored to people with disabilities.
The intention was to find a course instructed by a member of the neurodivergent community. If a
self advocate was not found, then a person with a credentialed sex education background and
experience working with people with disabilities was the next choice. Prior to the course, a
survey was distributed to class members/family members to understand how much, if any, sex
education the students had received in the past, what it entailed, and anything they would like to
learn more about.
Project Justification
The unique aspect of this education was the program took into account the unique
learning styles of the participants and tailored the delivery of information to this group. The
adaptation to their needs is a departure from the norm and will help make them safer in their
community (Davis, n.d). Through the process of collecting data from the WOW participants and
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families, the “lack of data” issue was addressed, albeit on a small scale. This process employed
the use of person-centered practices in a slightly modified and more direct way.
Benefits
Providing inclusive sex education to the developmentally disabled community will
empower them with the knowledge to seek and engage in safe and healthy intimate relationships.
Many disabled individuals transitioning into adulthood have been denied access to this important
information, leaving them at risk of experiencing harm. Studies have indicated that 70 percent of
neurodivergent individuals have had some kind of sexual encounter (Schrier et al., 2021),
making it evident that comprehensive sex education is necessary and is beneficial for disabled
students.

Assessment Plan & Expected Outcomes
Prior to the beginning of the workshop, a questionnaire was distributed to students to
assess what prior education they had received related to social-emotional and sexual health,
whether or not they were satisfied with the topics that were covered, what topics they felt were
missing, and which topics they would like addressed in the coming workshop series. Following
the workshop, another survey was to be distributed to determine the satisfaction level of the
students regarding the workshop. The expectation was that fifty percent of students would
participate in the completion of the survey and there would be fifty percent attendance for the
workshop, which was to be recorded through an attendance record. There are a total of eighteen
students who attended the WOW program either in person, online, or both.
Implementation Process
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This project was inspired in August of 2021, when SIECUS offered a webinar entitled
Intersectional Identity and Disability. There was a panel of self-advocates who emphasized the
importance of comprehensive sex education for people with disabilities as a mechanism for
being able to engage in hlealthy relationships while also keeping themselves safe. Daily in the
WOW program, conversations cou be heard about the desire to have relationships, get married,
or simply make close friends. Students developed crushes and had difficulty communicating
either interest or disinterest because they were never taught how to navigate these feelings. This
need was not being met.
After gaining approval for this project from the Executive Director of Gateway Center
and the Principal of Pacific Grove Adult Education, the next step was informing students and
families through email, of the nature and context of the project. In addition, an email was drafted
to explain the scope of the project to PGUSD, and a survey was created to determine how much
education WOW students had surrounding these topics. A link to an anonymous and optional
survey was distributed via email to the class. Finding a person experienced in working with
people with disabilities to facilitate learning surrounding these topics involved countless internet
searches, communications and consultations with ten different sources. Upon finding a viable
candidate, the credentials and resume of the educator along with a sample curriculum were
submitted to all leadership entities for final approval.
Project Results
The goal for the questionnaire distributed to class members was to have 50 percent (nine
students) participation in the survey. The outcome fell short with a total of seven student
responses (38.9 percent). However, the outcome of the seven responses reflected that the
hypothesis; students in the WOW program lacked education in these topics; was correct (See
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Appendix B). When asked if students had received any sex education or education about healthy
relationships, 71.4 percent and 57.1 percent respectively, answered “no.” When asked what areas
they would like to learn about, the topics with the highest level of interest were anatomy and
healthy relationships/dating, followed by gender identity and sexual orientation.
The coinciding goal for this project was to find a person or program to lead a class or
workshop series for the students. The hope was to find a self-advocate. This goal did not come to
fruition. Instead, a person experienced working with people with disabilities and well educated in
the subject matter was found and had the ability to educate through a variety of modalities to suit
the needs of the class.
Despite the knowledge that there was a shortage of access to inclusive sex education for
people with disabilities, it was far more difficult to find someone than expected. It took speaking
to various directors of organizations, parents of people with disabilities, therapists, physicians,
and school board trustees, to finally find a person who met the criteria being sought. In addition,
due to some hesitation on behalf of the school district administration, it took longer to be given
approval than had been expected. As such, the delivery of the curriculum has not begun but is
scheduled to begin on January 19, 2023.
Despite the workshop not coming to fruition in a timely manner, the biggest success was
in bringing this topic to the forefront for students and the organizations serving them. This is not
limited to Gateway Center and Pacific Grove Adult Education. The other agencies and people
contacted are now thinking about this issue as well, including a trustee on the Pacific Grove
Board of Education, a local physician, and Kids Connect. These conversations have the potential
to turn into action and make communities safer.
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Conclusion & Recommendations
Advocating for inclusive social-emotional and sexual health education for people with
disabilities offers the potential for a more fulfilled and safer lived experience. Disabled people
desire connection and intimacy just as their neurotypical counterparts but are often excluded
from the education that gives them the tools to navigate relationships and interactions in the
community safely. The high incidence of sexual abuse within the disabled population makes
withholding education an act of negligence on the part of the systems that serve them. The
difficulty and legwork that was required to find one person, more than two hours away, who met
most of the criteria was indicative of how this need is going unmet.
It is recommended that disability services prioritize comprehensive social-emotional and
sexual health education that is tailored to people with disabilities if not for their general
well-being, then as a safety precaution. As services move towards a person-centered approach, it
has become evident that intimate relationships are at the forefront of neurodivergent minds. The
lack of educators and self-advocates in this realm presented an interesting potential for
employment opportunities for people with disabilities. Organizations might consider how to train
self-advocates to deliver curriculum within the disabled community addressing another barrier
for this population.
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Appendix A
Implementation Plan
Activities

Deliverables

Timeline/Deadlines

Supporting Staff

Attend Webinar discussing
disability and
intersectional identities.

Take notes and gather
information about this
issue.

September 14, 2021

Robert Freiri

Conduct research about
need statement
(Contributing Factors,
Consequences).

Grant Paper (Need
Statement,
Contributing Factors,
Consequences)

March 7, 2021

Robert Freiri

Meet with mentor

Agree on Capstone

September 19, 2022

Robert Freiri

Meet with Principal of
Adult School

Get approval for
capstone

September 29, 2022

Barabara
Martinez

Compose Email for
PGUSD approval on
Capstone

Email

September 30, 2022

R. Freiri

Create Survey

Survey & Approval

By September 30,
2022

R. Freiri, Amy,
Dan

Contact Elevatus Training

Determine if they offer
instructors for day
programs or only offer
curriculum training for
educators.

October 4, 2022

R. Freiri

Ask for
Contact Trudy Grable from
recommendations for
Parents Helping Parents
programs/educators

October 4, 2022

R. Freiri

Draft email for families
with explanation of
capstone project and
importance of
comprehensive sex
education for students with
disabilities.

Email to send to
families.

By October 13, 2022

R. Freiri, Amy,
Dan

Contact Nora Baladerian

Ask for
recommendations

October 19, 2022

R. Freiri
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Meet with Carolyn
Swanson, Trustee for PG
Board of Education

Gather insight on
programs and potential
contacts

October 19, 2022

R. Freiri

Meet with Lori Luzader,
Executive Director of
Special Kids Connect

Gather insight on
programs and potential
contacts

October 21, 2022

R. Freiri

Meet with Shauna
Farabaugh, Somatic Sex
Therapist and educator
(works with folx with
IDD)

Gather insight on
programs, potential
contacts, services
offered

October 24, 2022

R. Freiri

October 26, 2022

R. Freiri

October 31, 2022

R. Freiri

Meet with Dr. Jennifer
Zeidberg (OB/GYN)
Contact Office of
Developmental Primary
Care

Gather insight on
programs, potential
contacts, services
offered
Gather insight on
programs, potential
contacts, services
offered

Send out email & Survey
to students/families

Survey Results

October 21, 2022

R. Freiri, Amy,
Dan

Research and contact
Disability Eductors

Select best program

By November 16,
2022

R. Freiri

Analyze survey results

Understanding of
needs/interests for
students

By October 14, 2022

R. Freiri, Amy,
Dan

Seek final approval for
educator and program

Move forward with
scheduling program

November 17, 2022

R. Freiri

Secure dates for program
delivery

Comprehensive
Education

By November 16,
2022

R. Freiri, Amy,
Dan
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Appendix B
Project Results
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